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Abstract 
The stability and internal dynamics of students’ emotional engagement was examined in a longitudinal 
study among primary and secondary school students over three terms. A total of 170 students were 
surveyed, and the study was conducted using structural equation modelling. The results showed that 
emotional engagement remained stable over time. Furthermore, the results showed that the students’ 
emotional engagement in teacher-student relationships associated with emotional engagement in peer 
relations and explained the perceived peer-group relations over time. Surprisingly, the association 
between teacher-student and peer-group relations was stronger among the secondary school students than 
among the primary school students, implying that despite the contextual differences, teachers have real 
opportunities to promote positive peer influences at different phases of the school path. 
1. Introduction
For a successful educational trajectory, it is crucial that students engage in schoolwork emotionally so 
that they feel they belong to the school community, both in teacher-student and peer relationships, and 
have positive affects towards school work in general  (Appleton, Christenson, & Furlong, 2008). 
Emotional engagement has been found to be related to positive future orientations  (Crespo, Jose, 
Kielpikowski, & Pryor, 2013; Israelashvili, 1997) and overall development in adolescence  (Debnam, 
Johnson, Waasdorp, & Bradshaw, 2014). Engaging in teacher and peer relationships helps students to 
learn empathy and negotiation skills, and enhances their sense of self-worth and experienced well-being 
(Bagwell, Newcomb, & Bukowski, 1998; Wentzel, 1998). Moreover, a sense of belonging has been 
associated with employing effort, attention, and persistence in initiating and sustaining learning activities 
(Furrer & Skinner, 2003; Li, Lerner, & Lerner, 2010; Li & Lerner, 2013) and displaying deep processing 
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in learning  (Dupont, Galand, Nils, & Hospel, 2014). It has also been suggested to be an ingredient in the 
enjoyment of learning (Ulmanen et al. submitted). In turn, a lack of social support and (peer) rejection 
impairs students’ school performances and increases the risk of loneliness and long-term emotional and 
behavioural difficulties  (Gest, Graham-Bermann, & Hartup, 2001; Harel-Fisch et al., 2011; Ladd, 1999). 
 
Prior research within the area has focused heavily on the relationship between emotional engagement and 
school achievement. However, the internal dynamics of emotional engagement, particularly in terms of 
social interactions within school, have been less studied. In particular, knowledge on how teacher-student 
relationships contribute to peer relations and how teachers can promote students’ emotional engagement 
in peer-group relations in the school context is still scarce. Although teacher-student relationships that are 
characterized by warmth, empathy, and support are shown to promote peer acceptance  (Gest & Rodkin, 
2011; Hughes & Chen, 2011) and prosocial behaviour  (Luckner & Pianta, 2011), and reduce peer 
rejection among middle-school students (Gazelle, 2006), as far as we are aware, there are no previous 
longitudinal studies exploring how the student’s sense of belonging in peer and teacher-student 
relationships are interrelated and evolve over time.  
 
This study focuses on exploring the development of students’ emotional engagement in terms of teacher-
student and peer-group relations over three academic terms. Both the stability of students’ emotional 
engagement in teacher-student and peer relationships and the development of the interrelation over time 
is tested (from grades five to six and from grades seven to eight). In addition, differences between primary 
and secondary school students are explored.  
 
1.2. A sense of belonging as a constituent of emotional engagement 
 
Emotional engagement is a part of school engagement; it also consists of behavioral and cognitive 
dimensions  (Fredricks, Blumenfeld, & Paris, 2004). Behavioural engagement entails active participation 
and involvement in studying and learning, whereas cognitive engagement refers to the student’s personal 
investment in learning activities, including self-regulation and a commitment to the mastery of learning 
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(Fredricks et al., 2004). Furthermore, emotional engagement comprises of experiences of belonging 
within the school community, including experienced relationships with teachers and peers and the 
affective dimensions of learning and emotions towards school in general (Eccles et al., 1993; Fredricks et 
al., 2004). Although the emotional, behavioural, and cognitive components of academic engagement are 
often explored separately, they mutually influence each other over time. It has been suggested that 
emotional engagement plays a significant and distinct role in the ways in which students engage in 
academic activities as their school career progresses  (Li & Lerner, 2013). In addition, behavioural 
engagement has received the most attention in prior studies, whereas emotional engagement has been 
studied less (Fredricks et al., 2004; Sagayadevan & Jeyaraj, 2012).  
 
Prior studies on emotional engagement have focused heavily on students’ emotional reactions towards 
the school environment  (Gonida, Voulala, & Kiosseoglou, 2009; Wellborn & Connell, 1987) and 
students’ valuing of schoolwork  (Elffers, Oort, & Karsten, 2012; Wang, Willett, & Eccles, 2011). 
Emotional engagement has been typically perceived as a mediator between teacher-student relations and 
academic outcomes  (Sagayadevan & Jeyaraj, 2012), and hence explored either as a predictor of school 
achievement and overall school engagement or as an outcome in itself (Sagayadevan & Jeyaraj, 2012). In 
addition, external factors, such as parental socio-economic status contributing to the students’ valuing of 
schoolwork and emotional reactions towards schoolwork, have been extensively studied (Elffers et al., 
2012; Gonida et al., 2009; Lee, 2012). However, the social dimensions of emotional engagement and their 
interrelations have been less often the focus of studies  (Elffers et al., 2012; Lee, 2012; Li & Lerner, 2013; 
Sagayadevan & Jeyaraj, 2012).  
 
The social ingredients of student emotional engagement consist of the student’s sense of belonging in 
peer and student-teacher relationships, which relate the student to the particular social context of the 
school (Finn, 1989; Goodenow, 1993). The sense of belonging in school refers to the extent to which the 
student feels personally accepted, respected, and supported both by the teachers and his/her peers 
(Goodenow, 1993). Although a sense of belonging both in student-teacher and peer relationships is a 
central determinant of a student’s emotional engagement, the relationships can play different functions. 
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An extensive body of research shows that students who consider their teacher to be caring and accepting 
are likely to internalize the academic and prosocial goals valued by their teacher (Wentzel, 1999). This 
further improves their engagement in academic activities  (A. R. Anderson, Christenson, Sinclair, & Lehr, 
2004; Furrer & Skinner, 2003; Klem & Connell, 2004; Lee, 2012; Patrick, Ryan, & Kaplan, 2007; Roeser, 
Midgley, & Urdan, 1996). At the same time, close relationships with peers have been shown to support 
students’ positive emotions towards schoolwork  (Furrer & Skinner, 2003). However, study burnout  
(Kiuru, Aunola, Nurmi, Leskinen, & Salmela-Aro, 2008), negative behaviour, and negative school-related 
beliefs have been found to flourish in close relationships  (Berndt, Hawkins, & Jiao, 1999; Hallinan & 
Williams, 1990; Sage & Kindermann, 1999). In fact, it has been found that students neglected by their 
peers are the most motivated to learn  (Wentzel & Asher, 1995).  
 
1.3. The influence of teachers on peer relations 
There is substantial evidence that engagement in school is likely to be fostered in a caring and supportive 
learning environment  (Battistich & Solomon, 1997; Battistich, Solomon, Watson, & Schaps, 1997). 
Teachers play a key role in fostering the students’ sense of belonging (Roeser et al., 1996) and hence in 
their emotional engagement. Teachers’ emotional support – including the teachers’ sensitivity, interest in 
the students’ development, ability to understand the students’ perspectives, and respectful and fair 
treatment of students – has been found to promote students’ sense of belonging in teacher-student 
relationships  (Hoffman, Richmond, Morrow, & Kandice, 2002; Lee, 2012; Pakarinen et al., 2010; Roeser 
et al., 1996). In particular, for students at risk, continuous teacher support has been found to reduce the 
risk of school drop-out and decrease the display of antisocial behaviour  (Spilt, Hughes, Wu, & Kwok, 
2012). In turn, a lack of close relationships with teachers has been shown to increase the risk of academic 
and behavioural problems  (Anderman & Anderman, 1999).  
 
Peers also play central role in creating a climate of emotional support for students. The peer groups and 
crowds provide students with a sense of emotional security  (Brown, Eicher, & Petrie, 1986). However, 
the behaviour of teachers has also been shown to have substantial impact on promoting positive peer 
influences and constructing an emotionally secure learning environment in a peer context  (Gest & 
5  
Rodkin, 2011; Hughes & Chen, 2011; Luckner & Pianta, 2011). For example, a teacher’s effort to promote 
mutual respect among classmates was shown to improve the sense of belonging among middle-school 
students (Anderman, 2003). Teacher-student relationships characterized by warmth, empathy and support 
have been found to promote peer acceptance  (Gest & Rodkin, 2011; Howes & Hamilton, 1994; Hughes 
& Chen, 2011) and pro-social behaviour  (Birch & Ladd, 1998; Luckner & Pianta, 2011), and to reduce 
peer rejection (Gazelle, 2006) and rates of aggression  (Howes & Hamilton, 1994; Luckner & Pianta, 
2011). In turn, conflicts in student-teacher relationships have been associated with asocial and antisocial 
student behaviour, such as aggression towards and the avoidance of peers  (Birch & Ladd, 1998). By 
promoting a strong sense of belonging in teacher-student relationships, teachers can directly promote 
positive peer behaviour. This allows students to take academic, social, and emotional risks, and to learn 
from them  (Birch & Ladd, 1998; Hamre & Pianta, 2001; Luckner & Pianta, 2011). Teachers provide a 
model of accepted social behaviours in the classroom and create an environment for practising and 
learning social skills. This means that the competencies, expectations, and attitudes developed within 
teacher-student relationships also influence peer relationships  (Birch & Ladd, 1998; Hamre & Pianta, 
2001; Howes & Hamilton, 1994; Luckner & Pianta, 2011). 
 
The way in which the teacher manages time and the students’ behaviour (i.e. classroom organization) 
provides or denies opportunities for students to work with peers (Pakarinen et al., 2010) and influences 
the students’ social network, skills, and quality of relationships  (Downer, Booren, Lima, Luckner, & 
Pianta, 2010; Luckner & Pianta, 2011). Well-managed classrooms, where students have a plenty of 
opportunities to develop their self-regulatory skills and practise positive peer interactions  (Cameron, 
Connor, & Morrison, 2005; Zimmer-Gembeck & Locke, 2007), have been associated with a strong sense 
of belonging  (Luckner & Pianta, 2011). Moreover, receiving instructional support – i.e. the richness of 
the instruction and feedback provided – is related to the students’ skills in seeking out and maintaining 
peer relationships  (Luckner & Pianta, 2011; Welsh, Parke, Widaman, & O'Neil, 2001). 
 
 
1.4. The stability of students’ emotional engagement 
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The emotional engagement of students in teacher-student and peer relationships has been found to be 
quite stable and predictable  (Hughes, Luo, Kwok, & Loyd, 2008; Hughes & Chen, 2011; Li & Lerner, 
2013). Even if a student’s classmates change, he/she tends to elicit relatively consistent reactions across 
the peer groups and attains a similar level of social status in a variety of groups  (Bukowski & Newcomb, 
1984; Coie & Kupersmidt, 1983; Hardy, Bukowski, & Sippola, 2002; Terry & Coie, 1991). The stability 
of teacher-student relationships has also been found to be somewhat high  (Hughes et al., 2008; Jerome, 
Hamre, & Pianta, 2009; O'Connor, 2010). However, a student’s sense of belonging has been shown to 
decline across the course of the student’s school years  (Anderman, 2003; Anderman & Anderman, 1999). 
The sense of belonging among primary school students tends to be universally higher compared to that of 
secondary school students (Fredricks et al., 2004). In particular, the primary-secondary school transition 
has been shown to be critical for the development of a student’s sense of belonging (Eccles et al., 1993).  
 
The stage-environment misfit resulting from the differences between the primary and secondary school 
environments has been proposed to be a reason for the decline in the sense of belonging among the 
upper-grade students  (Eccles et al., 1993; Eccles & Roeser, 2011; Wang & Eccles, 2013). At the end of 
primary school, students typically have shared a long history with their teacher and their classmates. For 
several years, they have spent most of their time within the same peer group and with their own class 
teacher, primarily in their own class. At its best, the long-term relationships with their teacher and 
classmates have enabled students to engage in an intimate and secure social learning environment (Coffey, 
2013) in which they are encouraged to take social and academic risks and participate actively in learning  
(Birch & Ladd, 1998; Hamre & Pianta, 2001; Luckner & Pianta, 2011). At the beginning of secondary 
school, students need to adjust to a new and more diverse social environment, consisting of a larger peer 
network and a greater number of teachers (Coffey, 2013; Elias, 2001). In the more complex social 
environment, they do not necessary know their classmates and teachers as well as in primary school 
(Wells, 1996), and hence it can be more difficult to achieve the same level of emotional engagement  
(Anderman, 2003; L. W. Anderson, Jacobs, Schramm, & Splittgerber, 2000; Scott, Rock, Pollack, & 
Ingels, 1995). The multiple pedagogical interactions and activities provided by the secondary school 
environment challenge students to recognize expectations of multiple teachers and peers and to adjust 
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their interests and behaviours accordingly (Elias, 2001). This requires the students to use more diverse 
and sophisticated social strategies  (Ulmanen, Soini, Pyhältö, & Pietarinen, 2014; Vaz et al., 2015). 
Especially for the students equipped with less refined academic and social skills, it can be more difficult 
to engage with peers and the network of teachers  (L. W. Anderson et al., 2000; Berndt & Mekos, 1995; 
Scott et al., 1995) in a way that results in a strong sense of belonging (Vaz et al., 2015). The diversity of 
the social environment also has benefits. The more capable and independent students are likely to benefit 
from the challenging social environment (Fredricks et al., 2004). In addition, problems in a student-
teacher relationship can be compensated for with a functional relationship with other teachers. Hence, a 
positive teacher-student relationship can break the downward spiral of disengagement  (D. H. Anderson, 
Nelson, Richardson, Webb, & Young, 2011). Accordingly, the primary and secondary school 
environments involve contextual differences, thus providing both opportunities and challenges for the 
development of students’ emotional engagement. Little is known about teachers’ opportunities to 
influence peer relationships in different contexts. 
 
 
2. The aim of the study  
 
The development of students’ emotional engagement is explored by analysing how the internal dynamics 
of students’ sense of belonging in peer-group and teacher-student interaction evolve over three terms 
among two student groups: primary and secondary school students. The following hypotheses were tested: 
 
1. Emotional engagement in terms of a sense of belonging to the peer group (EPG) at earlier grades 
predicts later EPG across different student cohorts  (Hardy et al., 2002; Hughes & Chen, 2011).  
2. Emotional engagement in terms of a sense of belonging in teacher-student relationships (ETS) at 
earlier grades predicts later ETS across different student cohorts  (Hughes et al., 2008; Hughes & 
Chen, 2011; Li & Lerner, 2013).  
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3. Emotional engagement in terms of a sense of belonging in teacher-student relationships is 
associated with, and further, explains, perceived peer-group relations over time  (Gest & Rodkin, 
2011; Hughes & Chen, 2011; Luckner & Pianta, 2011). 
 
 
[HERE FIGURE 1.] 
 
 
Figure 1. The hypothesized autoregressive model with the crossed effects of students’ sense of belonging 
over time 
 
3. Methods 
 
3.1. Participants and procedure 
The data were collected from the students of three compulsory comprehensive schools around Finland. 
One of the schools includes grades 1–6 (aged 7–12 years), and the other two schools include both primary 
and secondary levels, covering grades 1–9 (aged 7–15). At the schools covering grades 1–9, students also 
go through a transition, including an increase in the numbers of teachers and the diversity of peer relations. 
The schools are typical Finnish schools situated in suburban areas. The student population of the case 
schools ranged from 345 to 650 students. Two cohorts of students were included in the study: I) students 
at the end of primary school age and II) students at the beginning of secondary school. Cohort I consisted 
of 79 fifth-graders (aged 12–13). Cohort II consisted of 91 seventh-graders (aged 13-14). All fifth- and 
seventh-grade students from the case schools participated in the study, comprising a total of 170 students 
(girls: 55% and boys: 45%). Both student cohorts completed the emotional and cognitive engagement and 
school-related well-being (ECW) survey three times over the follow-up time of three consecutive 
academic terms (spring 2010, autumn 2010, and spring 2011)  (Pietarinen, Soini, & Pyhältö, 2014).  
 
The data were collected by the researchers during their fieldwork in the case study schools. The 
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researchers gave the students instructions, both in writing and verbally, on how to complete the survey. 
The students completed the survey in 15–20 minutes. Before conducting the survey, teachers, parents, 
and students were informed about the project. Research permits were collected from the schools and the 
parents gave their informed consent for their children to participate in the study. The written responses 
were collected by the researchers, and the responses were then coded into SPSS files by two trained 
research assistants. 
 
3.2. Instrument 
The data were collected using a survey that measures comprehensive school students’ experienced 
emotional and cognitive engagement and school-related well-being (ECW) (Pietarinen et al., 2014). The 
ECW questionnaire was constructed, tested, and further developed by Pietarinen and colleges on the basis 
of the results of an open-ended survey of ninth graders and two pilot studies with 228 comprehensive 
school students in addition to feedback received from students, teachers, researchers, and academics. 
Ambiguous items were revised according to the comments received. Moreover, the components of 
emotional engagement, experienced well-being, and the one-dimensional structures of cognitive 
engagement were identified with exploratory factor analysis (EFA) and principal axis factoring (PAF) 
(Pietarinen et al., 2014). As a result of the factor analysis, the original scale of emotional engagement 
shortened and all reversed items of emotional engagement, such as “I wish I was in a different class”, 
were excluded (see also Pietarinen et al., 2014).  
 
The ECW survey data derives from 13 statements about emotional engagement. Socio-demographic 
background information was elicited about the students’ age, gender, and school grade. Students’ 
emotional engagement was measured with the two complementary scales of 1) peer-group relations and 
2) teacher-student relations, which describe the students’ sense of belonging, especially in terms of the 
positive effects of social relations in two social contexts. The peer interaction scale assessed social 
cohesion among students and the students’ sense of being accepted and respected among other students 
(Goodenow, 1993). It consisted of five items, such as “I feel the other students like me” and “We have a 
nice class spirit”. The teacher-student interaction scale assessed individual students’ perceptions of 
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teachers’ emotionally supportive behaviour towards students, such as the teachers’ way of encouraging 
students and showing empathy, trust, and appreciation (Lee, 2012; Pakarinen et al., 2010; Roeser et al., 
1996). In addition, it assessed the teachers’ instructional support towards students, such as the aptness of 
the instruction  (Luckner & Pianta, 2011; Welsh et al., 2001). The teacher-student interaction scale 
consisted of eight items, such as “I feel the teachers care about me”, “The teacher often gives me 
encouraging feedback”, “In our school the teachers listen to the pupils”, and “Most teachers know how to 
teach”. Both of the scales were measured on a Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 
(strongly agree). In Table 1, Cronbach’s alphas are presented for both scales at the different time points 
(i.e. each term).  
 
 
3.3. Data analyses 
The hypothesized model tested is illustrated in Figure 1. The path models were constructed with the Mplus 
6.12 program (Muthén & Muthén, 1998-2015) using structural equation modelling (SEM). Path analysis 
results were calculated with the MLR estimator to account for the non-normality of the study variables. 
Several fit indices were used to test model fit, including the χ2 test, comparative fit index (CFI), Tucker–
Lewin Index (TLI), root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA), and standardized root mean 
square error of approximation (SRMR). A nonsignificant χ2 value, CFI and TLI values above .95, a 
RMSEA value below .06, and a SRMR value below .08 indicate a good fit with the data (Muthén & 
Muthén, 1998–2010). The specificity of the longitudinal path model in terms of the students’ emotional 
engagement was further analysed by testing model fit in the different student cohorts  (Little, Card, 
Bovaird, Preacher, & Crandall, 2007). The analysis was conducted in two phases. Firstly, the hypotheses 
were tested within the whole sample (Model 1). After this, phase 2 tested whether the stability of variables 
and the association between variables also existed in school grade cohorts (Model 2 and 3). The models 
are depicted in Figures 2 and 3. The level and average change of the experienced emotional engagement 
in the peer and teacher-student relations were analysed with a t- Test across the three academic terms. 
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4. Results 
Table 1 shows the correlations of the subscales and Cronbach’s alphas for each scale. The results show 
the expected correlations within the peer relationships (EPG1–EPG3) and the teacher-student 
relationships (ETS1–ETS3) as well as between these two subscales. The correlations were statistically 
significant in the expected directions, excluding the correlation between EPG1 and ETS3. Statistically 
significant correlations ranged from .17 to .60 for the whole data. 
 
Table 1. Descriptive statistics (n=170) (whole data). 
 
 
[HERE TABLE 1.] 
 
 
4.1. The stability of emotional engagement in the students’ school path 
The aim of the study was to examine the evolution of the internal dynamics of the students’ emotional 
engagement in peer-group and teacher-student relations during the three terms. Our presumption was that 
emotional engagement in terms of a sense of belonging remains stable over time (Hypotheses 1 and 2). 
We also hypothesized that emotional engagement in teacher-student relations is associated with emotional 
engagement in peer-group relations at every time point in the students’ school path (hypothesis 3). As 
Figure 2 shows, the tested Model 1 fitted the whole data (see Figure 2; χ2 (6, n=178) =9.64, p=.14, 
RMSEA=.06, CFI=.99, TLI=.97, SRMR=.05). Accordingly, the results confirmed that the students’ 
emotional engagement in peer-group and in teacher-student relations was relatively stable. However, the 
stability of the emotional engagement with peers and in student-teacher interaction varied over time. 
Emotional engagement – i.e. the sense of belonging over time – in the student-teacher relationships was 
more predictable than in peer relationships. Accordingly, the results confirmed Hypotheses 1 and 2. 
 
Further investigation showed that the sense of belonging in the teacher-student relationships (ETS) was 
associated with the sense of belonging in peer relationships and furthermore explained the perceived 
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peer-group relations (EPG) over time (see Figure 2). The results indicated that the sense of belonging 
constructed in the teacher-student relationships promoted positive peer influences during the school path. 
The results confirmed Hypothesis 3.  
 
 
[HERE FIGURE 2.] 
 
 
Figure 2. Standardized path diagram of the autoregressive model with time-lagged effects showing the 
association between the students’ sense of belonging in teacher-student interaction (ETS) and in peer 
interaction (EPG) among compulsory school students (whole data). 
 
 
4.2. Specificity of emotional engagement in terms of the school grade differences 
After analysing the hypotheses using the whole data, the differences in the development of students’ 
emotional engagement between primary and secondary school students were explored (Model 2). The 
specified model is shown in Figure 3: the model had a good fit (χ2 (12, n=178) =12.63, p=.40, 
RMSEA=.02, CFI=1.00, TLI=.99, SRMR=.05). The results confirmed hypotheses 1 and 2, showing that 
students’ emotional engagement in peer-group and teacher-student relationships was relatively stable over 
time within both student cohorts (Figure 3). However, there were some differences between primary and 
secondary school students. Firstly, students’ emotional engagement in the peer group was more 
predictable among secondary school students than among primary school students. Among the primary 
school students, emotional engagement in the peer group (EPG) did not predict EPG a year later, whereas 
among the secondary school students, such predictability occurred. Secondly, differences in the 
predictability of students’ emotional engagement in the teacher-student relationships were also detected. 
Among the primary school students, the predictability of the students’ emotional engagement in the 
teacher-student relationship weakened over time, while among the secondary school students, it 
strengthened over time. Moreover, among the secondary school students, the relationship in 
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teacher-student relations between terms 1 and 3 was the opposite of that among the primary school 
students. This is explained by the high variation in the sense of belonging in teacher-student relationships 
within primary school students (see Table 2). 
 
The results also show that the teacher-student relationships better explained perceived peer-group 
relationships among secondary school students than among primary schools students. The experienced 
teacher-student relationships did not explain peer-group relations statistically significantly at time point 
3 (the third term) among the primary school students (see Figure 3). Instead, for secondary school 
students, the teacher-student relationships explained the perceived peer-group relations (EPG) over time.  
 
[HERE FIGURE 3.] 
 
 
 
Figure 3. Specified model in terms of the student cohorts from primary school level (from fifth to sixth 
grade) and secondary school level (from seventh to eighth grade) (Primary/Secondary).  
 
4.3. The difference and changes in the levels of experienced emotional engagement across time 
School grade comparisons show that primary school students were statistically significantly more 
emotional engaged in teacher-student relationships than secondary school students at every time point 
(see Table 2). No statistically significant grade-related differences were found regarding the level of the 
sense of belonging in peer-group relations.  
 
Table 2. School grade differences 
 
 
 
[HERE TABLE 2.] 
14  
 
 
 
Table 3 shows the statistically significant changes within school-grade groups. Some differences between 
primary and secondary school students existed. At the end of primary school, the students’ sense of 
belonging in teacher-student relations weakened statistically significantly at every time point, whereas in 
secondary school, it strengthened statistically significantly at the beginning of eighth grade (T1–T2), but 
weakened statistically significantly at the end of the eighth grade (T2–T3). Secondary school students’ 
emotional engagement in peer-group relations weakened statistically significantly during over the year 
(T1–T3). In primary school, such a change was not detected. 
 
Table 3. Changes in experienced emotional engagement in terms of different school grades 
 
 
 
 
[HERE TABLE 3.] 
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5. Discussion 
 
5.1. Anatomy of emotional engagement 
The aim of the study was to examine the development of the internal dynamics of the students’ emotional 
engagement in peer-group and teacher-student relations during the three school terms among primary and 
secondary school students. The models, which were tested with both whole data and with student cohorts, 
explored the stability of students’ emotional engagement in teacher-student and peer-group relations and 
the association between the ingredients of emotional engagement during the three terms. The results show 
that students’ emotional engagement is a stable construct (hypotheses 1 and 2), and that the students’ 
emotional engagement in teacher-student relationships associates with emotional engagement in peer 
relations. Moreover, our study shows that students’ prior experiences in teacher-student and peer-group 
relations predict their future experiences, although the students’ emotional engagement in teacher-student 
relations was more stable than peer-group relations. The findings also confirmed the hypothesis that 
perceived emotional engagement in teacher-student relations goes hand in hand with students’ emotional 
engagement in peer-group relations (Hypothesis 3). The findings contribute to previous research, 
suggesting that the experience of fair treatment and emotional support from teachers is a central 
determinant also for students’ peer relations  (Gazelle, 2006; Hughes & Chen, 2011; Luckner & Pianta, 
2011), although some differences between sub-groups existed.  
 
Moreover, the results show that students’ relationships with a peer group become more predictable during 
the students’ sixth grade, whereas at the same time the predictability of teacher-student relationships 
weakens. This implies that students re-negotiate their relationships with the teacher towards the end of 
primary school, while their status in peer-group relations begins to stabilize. Combined with the fact that 
the sense of belonging in teacher-student relationships reduced towards the end of primary school, this 
may imply that students grow more independent and rely more on their peers than the teachers before the 
transfer to secondary school  (Buhrmester & Furman, 1987). As the senior students of the primary school 
(Coffey, 2013), they also have more responsibilities for their schoolwork, and they are expected to become 
more autonomous  (Reeve & Jang, 2006).  
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The results imply that due to the changes occurring both in their social environment and in their academic 
aspirations and goals at the primary-secondary school transition, students are challenged to find a balance 
between the perceived support needed from teachers and the expected autonomy in various school tasks  
(Cillessen & Mayeux, 2007; Pietarinen, Pyhältö, & Soini, 2010; Zimmer-Gembeck, Chipuer, Hanisch, 
Creed, & McGregor, 2006). However, our previous study showed that at the end of the sixth grade, 
students did not report the use of active social strategies to modify teacher-student interaction (Ulmanen 
et al., 2014). This, in turn, may result in a misfit between the students’ emotional needs and the school’s 
social environment, and further, contribute to disengagement from schoolwork (Eccles et al., 1993).  
 
It is noteworthy that in spite of the greater diversity of teachers in secondary schools, the teacher-student 
relationships became more stable during students’ eighth grade. Moreover, it can be considered 
encouraging that at the beginning of the students’ eighth grade, teachers-students relations were 
strengthened, even though the sense of belonging in teacher-student relationships weakened towards the 
end of the eighth grade. A reason for this may be that at the beginning of secondary school, students are 
more responsive and dependent on supportive teacher-student relationships in the new environment than 
later when they have adapted to the new environment. At the beginning of secondary school, students 
likely need more support from their teachers due to the greater choice in coursework and greater 
responsibility for schoolwork, and they are hence more open and receptive to the teachers’ guidance and 
instructions; thus, students may experience higher levels of a sense of belonging in teacher-student 
relationships  (Eccles & Roeser, 1999).  
 
The decrease in the sense of belonging in teacher-student relationships towards the end of eighth grade 
may suggest that students have successfully adjusted to the new environment in terms of the quality of 
teacher-student interaction (Eccles et al., 1993). Respectively, students’ sense of belonging in peer 
relations seems to undergo greater reorganization during the eighth grade. This is likely to be at least 
partly caused by the choices students make to study different additional courses. It may also reflect the 
general social turbulence caused by the school transition, challenging the old social structure and 
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relationships, and providing opportunities to create new ones. Hence, school transition appears to be a 
significant point in terms of emotional engagement.   
 
All in all, the results suggest that the perceived quality of teacher-student interaction is related to the 
quality of peer relationships. Furthermore, the results showed – contrary to earlier findings (Bierman, 
2011) – that the association between teacher-student and peer-group relations was stronger among the 
secondary school students than among the primary school students. In prior studies, the experienced sense 
of belonging in teacher-student interaction was found to associate directly with students’ affects towards 
schoolwork and the valuing of schoolwork  (A. R. Anderson et al., 2004; Furrer & Skinner, 2003; Klem 
& Connell, 2004; Lee, 2012; Patrick et al., 2007; Roeser et al., 1996). Our findings show that the sense 
of belonging in the teacher-student relationships also plays a central role in students’ sense of belonging 
in peer relationships, and hence in student emotional engagement. This implies that despite the social 
turbulence before and after the transition to secondary school, teachers have real opportunities to influence 
not only the quality of teacher-student interaction, but also and especially the students’ peer relationships 
in everyday school practices. 
 
5.2. Implications for the school’s pedagogical practices: the students’ perspective 
The findings imply that the teachers’ sensitivity, interest in the students’ development, ability to 
understand the students’ perspectives, and respectful and fair treatment of students were acknowledged 
by students as core factors contributing to a sense of belonging in teacher-student and, even more strongly, 
in peer relations in the school community. However, the significance of the teacher and peer relations for 
the students’ emotional engagement, especially in terms of a sense of belonging, seems to vary at different 
phases of the school path. This, in turn, challenges the pedagogical practices of schools in supporting the 
favourable development of the students’ emotional engagement.  
 
More specifically, the results imply that the core factors contributing in the students’ sense of belonging 
in the school community are in fact significantly embedded in the instructional practices adopted in the 
classroom. Teachers seem to provide a significant model of accepted social behaviours and create an 
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environment not only for practising the ways of learning concerning different domains at the classroom 
level, but in particular for learning the social skills needed for constructing and maintaining the balance 
between the student’s emotional needs and the school’s social environment at the individual level.  
 
Hence, the students’ emotional engagement is not a predetermined or consistent state of mind in terms of 
perceived competencies, expectations, and attitudes related to participating and studying at school. It is a 
precondition for meaningful learning that is constructed in teacher-student relations embedded in the 
instructional decisions and behaviour adopted by teacher, such as giving encouraging feedback or taking 
account of the students’ initiatives during the lessons. This, in turn, also seems to influence the quality of 
peer relationships outside of the classroom, for instance the estimated stability of significant peer 
relations. The relational nature of these two social contexts in terms of facilitating the students’ sense of 
belonging in the school community regulate the extent to which they feel being personally accepted, 
respected, and supported both by the teachers and by peers.  
 
The school path includes expected and normative transitions experienced by students, such as the transfer 
to secondary school, that seem to challenge the balance of the social context, and hence students’ 
perceived emotional engagement. The dynamic and evolving nature of the students’ emotional 
engagement challenges teachers to reflect on their instructional decisions and behaviour in terms of 
supporting emotional engagement. However, understanding the interrelations and developmental 
processes of a sense of belonging also helps school communities to anticipate and plan pedagogical 
practices in order to promote collaborative learning processes that increase positive interdependency 
between students, and, furthermore, encourage them to monitor the quality of the teacher-student 
relationship individually in terms of each student in the classroom. 
 
5.3. Limitations of the study 
This longitudinal study aimed to explore the stability of students’ emotional engagement in 
teacher-student and peer-group relations. The association between the ingredients of emotional 
engagement over time was also analysed (from grades five to six and from grades seven to eight). The 
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validity and reliability of the ECW survey was satisfactory (Pietarinen et al., 2014). In addition, the 
validity and reliability of the analysed scales of emotional engagement in teacher-student and peer 
interaction were satisfactory. However, further construct validation of the scales is needed: the scales have 
not been validated in other countries, school systems, or environments (Pietarinen et al., 2014). 
Furthermore, the complexity of the interrelations between the different ingredients of emotional 
engagement needs to be studied further.  
 
Path analysis confirmed a pattern of correlations that explained the students’ experienced emotional 
engagement. However, causality between the ingredients of emotional engagement cannot be interpreted 
on the basis of these findings (Lleras, 2005). To test teacher influence on peer relations, its mediating 
effects need to be considered in future studies. Despite the limitations, our study provides important 
information on the development of students’ emotional engagement in terms of a sense of belonging in 
teacher-student and peer relations in two different contexts, namely the primary and secondary school. 
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Figure 1. The hypothesized autoregressive model with the crossed effects of students’ sense of belonging 
over time 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 2. Standardized path diagram of the autoregressive model with time-lagged effects showing the 
association between the students’ sense of belonging in teacher-student interaction (ETS) and in peer 
interaction (EPG) among compulsory school students (whole data) 
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Figure 3. Specified model in terms of the student cohorts from primary school level (from fifth to sixth 
grade) and secondary school level (from seventh to eighth grade) (Primary/Secondary). 
EPG = peer-group relationships; ETS = teacher-student relationships 
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Table 1. Descriptive statistics (n=170) (whole data)  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Table 2. School grade differences 
 
 
School grade differences 
 Primary (n=91)  Secondary (n=79) 
 M SD  M SD 
Sub-scales    
EPG1 3.85 .72  3.89 .52 
EPG2 3.74 .76  3.84 .53 
EPG3 3.80 .74  3.76 .61 
 
   
  
ETS1*** 4.02 .70 
 
3.30 .62 
ETS2** 3.85 .73  3.54 .63 
ETS3*** 3.67 .74  3.20 .60 
EPG = peer-group relationships; ETS = teacher-student 
relationships; 
**t-test, significant school grade difference (p < 0.01) 
***t-test, significant school grade difference (p < 0.001) 
 
 
 
 
  
 Correlations (157–170) Range α 
Sub-scales 1 2 3 4 5 6   
1. EPG1 –      1.00–5.00 .73 
2. EPG2 .54* –     1.00–5.00 .72 
3. EPG3 .37* .60* –    1.00–5.00 .73 
4. ETS1 .30* .26** .18** –   1.00–5.00 .84 
5. ETS2 .26* .42* .33* .59* –  1.00–5.00 .86 
6. ETS3 .15 .17** .31* .47* .59* – 1.00–5.00 .82 
EPG = peer-group relationships; ETS = teacher-student relationships; *p<0.01; **p<0.05 
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Table 3. Changes in experienced emotional engagement in terms of different school grades 
 
 School grade 
 
Primary (n=84)  Secondary (n=77) 
M diff. SD diff.  M diff. SD diff. 
EPG T1–T2 -.13 .71  -.07 .46 
 T2–T3 .07 .61  -.08 .55 
 T1–T3 -.08 .79  -0.15* .59 
ETS T1–T2 -.16* .61  .24** .65 
 T2–T3 -.18* .67  -.34** .61 
 T1–T3 -.35** .64  -.09 .85 
EPG = peer-group relationships; ETS = teacher-student 
relationships; 
*t-test, significant school grade difference (p<0.05) 
**t-test, significant school grade difference (p<0.01) 
 
